[Inappropriate use of diagnostic laboratory tests--a perspective from decision making analysis].
The increasing use of diagnostic tests is probably not only a consequence of increased morbidity. It has been speculated whether some of the increase may be due to inappropriate use of diagnostic tests. The PubMed database was searched for literature relating to inappropriate use of laboratory tests. Bayes' theorem was used to explain the context dependence of results obtained from diagnostic tests and to calculate predictive values. A theoretical discussion of tests and their use in diagnostic contexts is given, and a method for evaluating the appropriateness of testing is proposed. By calculating predictive values for positive and negative test results, the use of tests can be evaluated in a common probabilistic currency. Inappropriate usage can be defined as testing that does not give probabilistically useful information. The method will be useful for practising physicians as a basis for improving test usage.